Auto defects 


National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration (NHTSA) 
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alleged safety defects involving Gen- 
eral Motors (GM), Ford and Volks- 
wagen vehicles. 


The investigation of GM vehicles 
centers on 2.2 million 1976 models 
including certain Chevrolets, Pon- 
tiacs, Oldsmobiles, Buicks, Cadillacs 
and GMC trucks. The problem in- 
volves failure of the power brake 
booster due to the buildup of 
gasoline vapor in the booster can 
which can lead to loss of power brake 
assist and the necessity for the 
driver to apply abnormally high 
brake pedal force in order to stop. 


Several minor accidents have 
been reported to GM because of the 
failure of the power brake booster, 
but NHTSA cautions that the possi- 
bility for serious accidents exists. 


GM notified NHTSA on May 2 
that the company plans to conduct a 
defect recall campaign. The company 
says it plans to install a special char- 
coal fuel filter in the vacuum booster 
line between the engine and the 
power brake booster on all affected 
vehicles. Because of the time re- 
quired for testing and production, 
parts will not be available at dealers 
for a least several months. The own- 
ers of all vehicles involved in this 
campaign will be notified by letter 
when parts are available for installa- 
tion. 


NHTSA advises owners of 1976 
GM vehicles who experience partial 
or total loss of power brake assist to 
take these vehicles to dealers for in- 
spection and correction. 


The Ford-related investigation 
was opened in response to 2 reports 
of non-collision accidents in which it 
was alleged that the plastic instru- 
ment panels on the subject vehicles 
shattered, leaving sharp edges which 
could lacerate or puncture occupants. 
The vehicles involved include an es- 
timated 192,053 1975-77 Ford 
Econoline and Club Wagons without 
instrument panel padding 


The Volkswagen investigation 
involves an estimated 370,200 ve- 
hicles of the following models: 1975- 
76 Rabbit and Scirocco; 1974-75 
Dasher; 1973-74-75 Audi; 1975 Type I 
sedans (Beetle); and 1976 Type II 
vehicles (Vans). Owners have com- 
plained that design weakness of the 
throttle control systems leads to 
broken throttle cables with reduced 
control over vehicle speed. The 59 
owner complaints received include 5 
which involved injuries. 


NHTSA reminded all owners 
of the affected GM, Ford and 
Volkswagen vehicles that all 
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Consumer survey 


The high prices of many products, poor product quality, high medical 
costs and the failure of many companies to live up to claims made in their 
advertising worry consumers a great deal, according to a recent Harris poll. 

The poll, prepared for the Sentry Insurance Co., canvassed a cross sec- 
tion of 1,510 consumers who were interviewed in late 1976 and several 
hundred consumer activists, government consumer affairs officials, insurance 
and noninsurance regulators, senior business executives and consumer affairs 
specialists in business. The purpose of the survey was to determine the impact 
of the consumer movement over the past decade, assess the situation today 
and identify current consumer concerns, and project the future directions of 
the consumer movement. 


In reviewing the past decade, consumers felt that their shopping skills 
have improved (72%), labeling and product information have improved (70%) 
and product safety has improved (60%). However, 50% said that consumers 
get a worse deal in the marketplace than they did 10 years ago, and 61% said 
the quality of most products and services has grown worse. 


In looking ahead, consumers said that product labeling and information 
will get better in the next 10 years (76%), that shopping skills will get better 
(76%), that product safety will improve (71%), and that companies will get 
better at handling consumer complaints (57%). 


The survey also shows that the public would support a number of con- 
sumer proposals. At a recent White House news conference Esther Peterson, 
Special Assistant to the President for Consumer Affairs, pointed out that the 
Harris poll showed that 52% of the public favors the creation of a new Federal 
agency for consumer advocacy (with 34% against and 14% not sure). Congress 
is currently considering legislation which would establish such an agency. [See 
CONSUMER NEWS April 15; May 15.] 


Other proposals supported by a majority of the public include: 


e A suggestion to hold a major convention every 4 or 5 years to bring 
together consumers and representatives from business and government in 
order to “work out” long-term consumer policies (72%). 


e A suggestion that every community establish a consumer complaint 
bureau where complaints against manufacturers, dealers and salesmen could 
be brought for hearings (66%). 


e A proposal for the creation of a new independent national product safety 
testing center where consumers, businesses and government could send po- 
tentially dangerous products for testing (79%). 

e A suggestion that all high school students be required to study con- 
sumer affairs (92%). The study notes that “the reason this idea is so univer- 
sally popular is that almost everyone agrees that students leave high school 
ill-prepared for their role as consumers, and that the study of consumer affairs 
would help to remedy this situation.” 

The poll also shows that consumer, business and government leaders are 
out of step with the public on a variety of issues and that “no particular group 
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Recalls 


e SUNLAMPS—Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) has an- 
nounced the recall of General Electric 
(GE) “Time-A-Tan-Suntanner” sun- 
lamp kits with timers that may fail to 
sound a warning buzzer and turn off 
the sunlamp. FDA says that persons 
could be severely burned if they are 
not aware that the timer is malfunc- 
tioning. 


FDA said that 17% of the timer 
kits tested in March failed to operate 
properly. However, GE is recalling 
all 14,000 kits in the production lot 
involved. GE estimates that about 
1,000 units are still on the market. 


Recall involves model RSK6 sun- 
lamp kits manufactured from January 
through March 1977. FDA says they 
are yellow with a dome-shaped base 
and were packaged with sunlamp bulb 
numbers 60, 61, 62 or 63 on their 
faces. 


Consumers are asked to remove 
the bulb and return the holder-timer 
to GE, 1705 Nova Noble Rd., Cleve- 
land, OH 44102 or call GE’s toll-free 
number 800-321-7170 (in Ohio call 
800-362-2750) for instructions about 
returning the timer. 


e DIAPHRAGMS—Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) has an- 
nounced that the Holland-Rantos Co. 
of Piscataway, NJ is recalling 86,000 
contraceptive diaphragms because 
some of them may be defective. 


The company is asking pur- 
chasers to return the diaphragms to 
the point of purchase for refund or 
replacement. 


The diaphragms are being re- 
called because the central disc, which 
fits over the cervix, may become 
separated from the rim. The defec- 
tive diaphragms are ineffective as 
contraceptives even when used with 
spermicidal foam or jelly. 


The recalled diaphragms were 
produced from June through Sep- 
tember 1976 and include all sizes with 
the name “Koro-Flex Arcing.”” The 
firm is asking for the return of any 
Koro-Flex Arcing diaphragm that 
appears to be defective, but is pres- 
ently recalling only those with the lot 
numbers F-6, G-6, H-6 and I-6 
printed on the edge. 


The company has sent form let- 
ters to distributors to be forwarded 
to consumers explaining the recall 
and including directions for inspect- 
ing the diaphragms and information 
about care and storage. 


eMIXED VEGETABLES— 
Food and Drug Administration 


(FDA) has announced the recall of 


Dainty-Pak Mixed Vegetables in 227 
gram (8 ounce) cans. Product was 
packed by Stokely Van Camp Co., 
Fairmont, MN. All codes of this 
product are involved in the recall. 
Reason for recall: Swollen and leaky 
cans. 
9 
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speaks for consumers, but nongovernment consumer activists are seen as 
most in touch with consumers and senior business managers are least in 


” 


touch 


Concerning advertising, the poll found that about 75% of the public feels 
that TV, newspaper and magazine advertising is misleading some or most of 


the time. 


Based on 1,510 survey responses from the public, the Harris poll on con- 
sumer attitudes also identifies the following industries to which the consumer 
movement should direct most of its attention in the future. The report observes 
that “this is not just a guide for the consumer movement; it should be read as an 
early warning for the industries concerned.” 


INDUSTRY 


Food manufacturers 


Hospitals 


The medical profession 


Oil industry 


Car manufacturers 

Electric utility companies 
Pharmaceutical and drug companies 
Garages and auto mechanics 
Food stores and supermarkets 
The advertising industry 
Homeowners and auto insurance 
Home building industry 

Credit loan companies 

Telephone companies 


Top 20 complaints 


INDUSTRY 


Used car dealers 
The legal profession 
Nuclear power plants 
Mail order houses 
Life insurance 
Electrical appliance 
manufacturers 
Department stores 
Real estate brokers 
Banks 
Small shopkeepers 
Airlines 
None 
Not sure 


The Office of Consumer Affairs (OCA) has compiled a topical listing of 
the top 20 consumer complaints received in 1976. The list shows that many of 
these industries—which are the objects of numerous complaints—are of great 
concern to the public as revealed by the Harris Poll. 


RANK 
Total 


14. 
15. 
16. 
as 
18. 
19. 
20. 


February through December 1976* 


CATEGORY 
Complaints 
Automobiles 
Mail Orders 
Business Prac- 

tices 
Appliances 
Credit 
Housing 
Food 
Insurance 
Advertising 
Travel 
Magazines 
Television/Radio 
Prices 
Automobile Tires 
Furniture 
Utilities 
Mobile Homes 
Medical/Dental 
Household 
Home Repairs 


TOTAL # 


20,835 
3,989 
1,677 


917 
848 
719 
667 
462 
452 
394 
390 
335 
319 
239 
228 
217 
214 
204 
203 
201 
197 


*Figures for January 1976 unavailable. 
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Solar energy grants 


Housing and Urban Development Dept. (HUD) is administering a pro- 
gram under which 10 states will receive money from the Federal Government 
for distribution to home owners and builder-developers for the purchase of 
solar energy water heating equipment. [See CONSUMER NEWS: May 1.] 


HUD has compiled the following list of representatives in the 10 states 
who can be contacted by home owners and builder-developers for program 
details. 

CONNECTICUT 
Susan Barney 
Division of Planning and Energy Policy 
20 Grand St. 
Hartford, CT 06115 
203-566-5757 

DELAWARE 
David Press 
Office of the Governor 
Legislative Hall 
Dover, DE 19901 
302-678-4101 

FLORIDA 
Keith Beatty 
Florida Solar Energy Center 
300 State Rd. 
401 Cape Canaveral, FL 32920 
305-783-0300 

MARYLAND 
John P. Hewitt 

Maryland Energy Policy Office 

301 W. Preston St. 

Baltimore, MD 21201 

301-383-6810 
MASSACHUSETTS 

William Osbourne 

Secretary of Consumer Affairs 

1 Ashburton Place, Room 1413 

Boston, MA 02108 

617-727-7755 

NEW HAMPSHIRE 
Debbie O’Brien 
Office of the Governor 
State House 
Concord, NH 03301 
603-271-2711 


NEW JERSEY 

Charles A. Richman 

State Energy Office 

101 Commerce St. 

Newark, NJ 07102 

201-648-3290 
NEW YORK 

Tom King 

New York State Energy Office 

Empire State Plaza 

Core 1, Second Floor 

Albany, NY 12223 

518 474-7183 
(Dutchess, Greene, Kings, Nassau, New 
York, Orange, Queens, Richmond, Rock- 
land, Suffolk, Ulster, Westchester counties 
only) 
PENNSYLVANIA 

William B. Harral 

Governor’s Energy Council 

Payne Shoemaker Bldg. 

Harrisburg, PA 17120 

Toll-free 800-882-8400 


RHODE ISLAND 
Robert Rahill 
Office of the Governor 
State House 
Providence, RI 02903 
401-277-2071 
VERMONT 
Brendan Whittaker 
Public Service Board 
State Office Building 
Montpelier, VT 05602 
802-828-2768 


FTC investigates 


The Office of Consumer Affairs (OCA) has been receiving complaints 
from consumers who bought 1977 General Motors (GM) Oldsmobiles and later 
discovered their cars had Chevrolet engines. OCA is referring these com- 
plaints to Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) Regional office in Cleveland, 
OH, which is investigating the alleged engine substitution. OCA is also refer- 
ring the complaints to the appropriate state Attorney General’s office. 

If you bought a 1977 Oldsmobile and would like to know if a Chevrolet 
engine may have been substituted, check the fifth digit of the vehicle identifi- 
cation number (VIN), which will be a letter of the alphabet. If the fifth digit is 
an F, a K or an R, you probably have the right engine. Otherwise, another 
engine may have been substituted, according to the consumer section of the 
Ohio Attorney General’s office. 


Consumers who have bought a 1977 Oldsmobile may have received a let- 
ter from GM offering them 2 alternatives: One is to turn in their car for 
another one minus an allowance of 8¢ a mile for the number of miles they have 
driven. The other is to accept a 36,000 mile “insurance policy.” Because this 
offer expires today, consumers who have any problems with GM’s offer or 
with the engines in general should write or call Federal Trade Commission, 
Room 1339, 1240 E. 9th St., Cleveland, OH 44199; telephone 216-522-4207. 


June 1, 1977 


Autos 


(Continued from page 1) 

these problems are are potentially 
hazardous. NHTSA requests owners 
of these vehicles who have experi- 
enced any of these problems to re- 
port details by writing to the Office 
of Defects Investigation, National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administra- 
tion, Washington, DC 20590 or by 
calling the toll-free Auto Safety Hot- 
line, 800-424-9393 (Washington, DC 
residents call 426-0123). 


OCA comments 


The Office of Consumer Affairs 
(OCA) regularly analyzes proposed 
Federal regulations and issues com- 
ments and opinions to the issuing 
agencies whenever proposed regula- 
tions would seem to have a signifi- 
cant impact on consumers. Below is a 
summary of a recent comment pre- 
pared by OCA which should be of 
particular interest to consumers. In 
drafting its comments OCA expres- 
ses positions which it feels best re- 
flect consumer needs and concerns. 
Copies of this comment may be ob- 
tained free of charge from the Office 
of Consumer Affairs, Room 621, Re- 
porters Bldg., Washington, DC 
20201. 


CHARTER CANCELLATIONS 


Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB) 
has proposed regulations that would 
allow 15% substitutions for One- 
Stop-Inclusive Tour Charter (OTC) 
participants who cancel after the ad- 
vance booking deadline. In the pro- 
posal, CAB expressed interest in re- 
ceiving views on whether the ad- 
vance booking deadline for TCs 
should be eliminated. 


In commenting on the proposal, 
OCA supported the allowance of sub- 
stitutions for cancelling OTC partici- 
pants, but preferred that CAB go 
further by eliminating the advance 
booking deadline entirely. Under the 
current rules, OCA said, a tour 
operator cannot resell a cancelling 
participant’s seat, so that in order to 
recoup his loss, he charges high can- 
cellation fees that may be as much as 
the entire price of the tour. If the 
operator were allowed to find a sub- 
stitute, or if he could sell tickets up 
to departure time, these cancellation 
fees could be reduced because a re- 
placement could be found for the 
cancelling participant. 


OCA also pointed out that these 
high cancellation fees are reducing 
the marketability of OTC tours, 
which were originally created to re 
duce the cost of vacations by offering 
the consumer lower prices than those 
offered by scheduled airlines. The 
rules controlling OTC tours must be 
liberalized, OCA said, in order to 
make available to consumers an ef- 
fective low-cost alternative to sched- 
uled air transportation 


Page 3 





Paperwork hotline 


The Commission on Federal 
Paperwork has established a toll-free 
telephone line for individuals who 
need help in cutting government red 
tape and frustration. 

The Commission on Federal Pa- 
perwork is a 2-year independent 
bipartisan commission created by 
Congress to cut red tape and elimi- 
nate needless paperwork. [See 
CONSUMER NEws: Nov. 15, 1976.] 

The toll-free number is 800-424- 
9882. Commission ombudsmen are on 
call from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., Eastern 
time, 5 days a week. Washington, DC 
callers should phone 653-5423. 


S-p-r-e-a-d-i-n-g 
the word 


The American Bar Association 
(ABA) announces an open meeting on 
“Legal Services and the Public” on 
July 14 and 15 at the Mayflower Hotel 
in Washington, DC. Purpose of the 
meeting is to identify problems ordi- 
nary citizens have in finding rea- 
sonably priced, reliable legal help 
when they need it. ABA would like to 
hear from consumers and consumer 
groups—as well as lawyers—to assist 
it in making recommendations for im- 
proving legal services in the future. 
Oral statements will be received at the 
meeting as long as the speakers regis- 
ter in advance, and written statements 
should be received by June 15. Regis- 
ter and/or send comments to American 
Bar Association, Legal Services 
Group, 1155 60th St., Chicago, IL 
60637: or call 312-947-3559. (Anne 
Draznin) for more information. Con- 
sumers may attend the meeting with- 
out. registering on a space available 
basis. CONSUMER NEWS will report 
the time of the meeting when it is set. 


Federal publications 


Food Programs of the US Department of Agriculture describes Ag- 
riculture Dept. programs which help make food available to people who 
need it. Included is information about food stamps and distribution, sup- 
plemental food program for women, infants and children (WIC program) 
and child nutrition program. Single free copies are available by writing 
to Information Division, Food and Nutrition Service, Agriculture Dept., 
Washington, DC 20250. 


Growing Vegetables in the Home Garden is an Agriculture Dept. 
publication on selecting a garden site and preparing the soil and tells how 
and when to plant and care for 58 varieties of vegetables. For a copy send 
95¢ to the Consumer Information Center, Dept. 110E, Pueblo, CO 81009. 


Your Money’s Worth in Foods offers help in finding the best buys 
when you go food shopping. Agriculture Dept. published the free book- 
let that aids in menu planning, budgeting and comparison shopping. Pub- 
lication is available free by sending a postcard to the Consumer Informa- 
tion Center, Dept. 637E, Pueblo, CO 81009. 


Soft Contact Lenses is a reprint from Food and Drug Administra- 
tion’s (FDA) magazine, FDA Consumer. Pamphlet compares them with 
hard lenses and discusses advantages and disadvantages. For a free copy 
send a postcard to the Consumer Information Center, Dept. 640E, Pueblo, 
CO 81009. 


Warranties is a new Federal Trade Commission (FTC) consumer 
booklet which includes an explanation of warranty laws, both state 
and Federal, what consumers’ new rights are and what to do if you havea 
warranty complaint. Booklet is free by writing to Consumer Information 
Center, Dept. 650E, Pueblo, CO 81009. 


Fair Credit Billing Act covers your legal rights when you think 
there’s a mistake on a charge account bill. Includes many types of er- 
rors which may arise with credit cards and revolving credit plans. For a 
free copy write the Consumer Information Center, Dept. 649E, Pueblo, 
CO 81009. 
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